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In the well-received first edition of How to Write a lot, Paul Silvia, the 
Lucy Spinks Keker Excellence Professor at the University of North 
Carolina at Greensboro (in 2019), * 1 addresses the challenges of 
academic writing, arguing that writing does not require innate skills 
but specific tactics and actions. Not focused on how to write stunning 
sentences or paragraphs without grammatical mistakes, the book 
seeks to inspire productively and overcome bad writing habits. Silvia 
synthesizes students' and professors' challenges from a psychological 
perspective and suggests useful strategies to ultimately achieve 
productive writing. 

Similar to King (2000) and Zinsser (2001) that Silvia 
acknowledges in the introduction, writing is tough, and many scholars 
struggle to write after conducting extensive research. Writing is not a 
unique talent, but a skill that improves with practice. Universities 
generally do not systematically teach writing, in contrast to research 
skills, which are offered using a methodological approach. Instead, 
universities seem to assume students will learn from their advisors. 
While certain departments may offer writing classes, the focus is on 
specific writing style. 

Chapter Two tackles barriers to writing that scholars face, e.g., 
"I can't find time to write." "I would write more if I could just find big 
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blocks of time." While seemingly a reasonable excuse in academia, 
Silvia points out that the word "find" is specious, i.e., teachers do not 
find time to teach because they have a teaching schedule. Therefore, a 
solution is to make a schedule for writing and stick to it. 

A second fallacious barrier is "I need to do more analyses first." 
"I need to read a few more articles." Many unproductive writers recite 
this mantra and ultimately do not write. Hence, it is vital to do relevant 
reading and analyses during your scheduled time. "Writing time" 
embraces these activities as they are part of the writing process. A third 
barrier is, "I need a new computer, a better desk, a nice chair to write 
a lot," which Silvia interrogates by sharing his productive writing 
habits. Lacking facilities is not a good excuse for not writing a lot as 
pen and paper are always available. 

A final barrier is certain writers say they write when they are 
inspired to do so. Silvia refutes this idea by applying the results of an 
experimental study that found people who write with inspiration write 
much less than the people who write in a scheduled writing time (Boice 
1990), emphasizing the value of a writing schedule to write a lot and to 
be a productive writer. 

Motivational tools are introduced in Chapter Three. A list of 
writing projects is not essential while setting a writing goal; however, 
having a concrete goal for each writing day is critical. It is also vital to 
prioritize writing projects according to urgency and importance. 
Professors and graduate students may have different priorities, and it 
is unlikely that they lack writing projects. 

Monitoring the writing progress contributes to writing a lot 
because it enhances motivation and concentration on writing. Silvia 
shares how he uses Excel to monitor his writing progress by recording 
how much he wrote each day, a method that helped him write 
productively. Silvia suggests rewarding yourself when you meet your 
writing goal. At the end of Chapter Three, Silvia states that academic 
writers, unlike poets and novelists, do not get "writer's block." If an 
academic writer says, they cannot write, for this reason, it is saying 
they cannot write simply because they are not writing. 
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Organizing a writing group is an excellent way to get writers to 
work on writing projects. Chapter Four details how to set a writing 
group with five components. The first component is to set concrete, 
short-term goals, and monitor progress. The writing goal should be 
specific, not abstract or vague, and thus hard to track. Group members 
should complete the target before the next meeting. A second 
component is to adhere to the writing goal. Otherwise, members may 
waste time on unrelated topics in the writing group. Thirdly, those who 
made an achievement should be informally rewarded, and those who 
are struggling should be supported. 

In Chapter Five, tips for improving the quality of academic 
writing are given. The purpose of articles is to deliver ideas and 
findings, not to amaze readers by using unusual words and wordy 
phrases. Silvia illustrates how to improve writing by choosing better 
words in the context of certain punctuation and how to avoid the 
passive voice and limp expressions. Silvia suggests writing first and 
revising later because they are different writing process that should be 
practiced at different times. Otherwise, writing will be unproductive. 

Chapters Six and Seven deal with how to write journal articles 
and books. The first part of Chapter Six (on journals) discusses the 
structure of journal articles and how to write each section. The second 
part engages how to submit journal articles and advise on how to deal 
with rejection and resubmission of a journal article. Silvia points out 
that publishers reject most articles (the acceptance rate is twenty 
percent). 

Writing a book (Chapter Seven), like writing a journal article, 
is to generate texts, but requires more time. Silvia's studies of why 
people write books suggest that many authors claim it is a way to learn 
a topic. Some scholars are interested in conveying the complexity of 
their research, while others want to publish a book. Silvia offers three 
ways to write productively. First, find a productive coauthor because it 
is fun and practical to work on a book with the right person. Next, 
discuss the structure of the book and what to include with your 
coauthor. Finally, stick to your schedule and write daily. Some authors 
suggest writing from Chapter Two and work on the preface and first 
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chapter later. Book writers also should monitor their writing progress. 
As an example, the author describes how he monitored the writing of 
his last book. Finally, Silvia shares howto find a publisher. He explains 
that publishing a scholarly book is relatively easy because they have 
stable markets, such as universities, libraries, and college courses. 

Chapter Eight, a new chapter in the second edition, concerns 
writing grant and fellowship applications. Steps of writing a proposal 
are provided. Challenges of first proposals are acknowledged. Silvia 
employs elephant and seahorse imagery. The former seriously work on 
a single project to make it successful while seahorses produce multiple 
proposals at the same time and send to various potential sponsors. 
Though you compete for a grant with famous scholars in the same field, 
it is vital to realize that reviewers select the best among the proposals. 
Consequently, a great proposal has a chance of being funded. Silvia 
also introduces the differences in various grants in the humanities and 
science fields. Lastly, he suggests writing articles and books is a good 
option instead of wasting time working on grant proposals if a grant is 
unnecessary. Publishers of good manuscripts and books can be found, 
but a good grant proposal generally cannot be published. 

This book inspired me, particularly chapters Two and Three, 
which helped me write more productively. Readers interested in 
writing journal articles and books would benefit from chapters Six and 
Seven. Finally, I reviewed Silvia's work by practicing his advice and 
strategies and highly recommend this book to those interested in 
academic writing. 
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